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C. S. Lewis’s Mythopoetic Baptism of the Imagination
C. S. Lewis read George MacDonald’s Phantases1 (1858) and was influenced in his own
development of the “baptism by imagination.” In addition, Lewis interacted with Owen Barfield,
Charles Williams, and the Inklings, concerning the role of the imagination in Anthroposophy, and
applied the Romantic poets’ Romantic Imagination in his works. Lewis studied medieval creation
myths, including Norse and Celtic myths, but his inquiry into the mythopoetic, mystical imagination
led him to a revelation of Christianity as the true myth, inspired by J. R.R. Tolkien and Hugo
Dyson.
Lewis, drawn by a theistic desire for the truth, apprehended that the imagination is a step toward
faith in other worlds, other kingdoms, and ultimately toward the kingdom of Heaven. The
imagination produces images, symbols, metaphors, and embodies itself in pictures from concrete
reality, an incarnation of spirit. However, Christianity is not just a matter of imagination, but of
reasonable faith. His inquiry into Theosophy, mysticism, and Pantheism was a search for
synthesizing the rational mind with the revelatory imagination. For Lewis, the study of old age
myths and mystical worldviews led him away from Christianity’s worldviews into the new age
worldviews. There is really nothing new with some new age philosophies since they are based
upon some of the same philosophical assumptions and systems that Jesus and Paul encounter in
that dispensation of time. Lewis was headed toward a rational, harmonious belief in God,
culminating in an experience of personal revelation, that Christianity was the myth made real and
that Christ was the true god, the sacrificial Sonship, who suffered on the cross, not for his own
sins, since He was sinless, but for Lewis’s sins and for our sins. All the road before him was a
journey seeking God while God was seeking him.

1

George MacDonald. Phantastes: A Faerie Romance. Introduction by C. S. Lewis. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans
Publishing, 2000.

2
Lewis begins his journey into the Imagination as a child, playing in the garden with his
brother, captured in a tale he wrote about “Animal-Land,” Boxen. Later, he notes, “imagination”
is a vague word, usually meant for daydreaming, wish-fulfilling fantasy, or reverie. He calls
himself the creator of the imagination in this story, contrasted to the idea of the Imagination
coming outside of his own creative act. Instead of a psychological, egoistic picture of fantasy,
Lewis sought a real grounding of reality, viewed from many perspectives. In other words, the
depth of the imagination far outweighs the soaring of the fantasy mind. Lewis compares this
process of the “deep magic” of the imagination to a child reading a fairy tale, becoming
enchanted with a new perspective, not a reflexive, consecrated consciousness of the image
captured in the mind of the child, but an entering into a new world or dimension, “through the
wardrobe.”
C. S. Lewis cared for children because he remembered the “common, universally human,
ground,”2 good times and tough times of his own childhood, captured in his work, Letters to
Children: “Lewis’s understanding of children came from another source—it came from within
himself. He wrote, ‘When I was ten, I read fairy tales in secret and would have been ashamed if I
had been found doing so. Now that I am fifty I read them openly. When I became a man, I put
away childish things, including the fear of childishness and the desire to be very grown up.’ 3
Lewis followed Paul’s advice as he grew closer to Christ in his image coming to Him as child (1
Corinthians 13:11 HCSB), but not forsaking his discipleship maturing as a child of God. Lewis
never lost the imagination of a child but captures the reality of a real life of joy and suffering on
his own spiritual journey. Lewis regrets not feeling the suffering of Christ as a child, not as a
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duty from adult Sunday school “dragons,” but as a revelation from the childhood felt imagination
of Christ’s suffering. 4 We are made in the image of God, imago dei, and Lewis believes his
writing began with pictures, images 5, of the dressed animals in Boxen or with the lamppost and
creatures in The Lion, Witch, and the Wardrobe, a journey from Boxen to Narnia.
Although C. S. Lewis never had biological children in his life, he adopted Joy Davidman’s
children into his home, and he never gave up his childhood infatuation with fantasy and the
creative imagination as evidenced in his later Letters to Children. His strong commitment to the
sacredness of life becomes the respect for children, birth and a rejection of eugenics, or social
biological engineering of genetics, as foundational values for his Christian objection to abortion
as well. The works of Lewis, like The Abolition of Man, and science-fiction literature, like
Pilgrim’s Regress, become later expressions of his early childhood searching for the meaning of
his youth.
Although Lewis, or Jack as he was called, during his childhood, loved the trains and boats of
his home, it was the natural revelation of God’s creation, the land, appealing to him and his
imagination. These lands become the fantastic worlds of Boxen, combining the lands of AnimalLand and India in his drawings, and the animals surrounding his home become the major
characters in his first novel, Boxen.
*Boxen (Written circa 1904-1915; Published 1985)
The sea port and the railway station were beginning points for the spiritual journey of C. S.
Lewis. He creates with Warnie Animal-Land, including a geographical sketch of countries like
India, Poinsee, Dolphinland, and Mouse-Land. Even though these geographical locations are in
the imagination, Lewis is careful, including the general revelation of Nature for creatures, for
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example, in Mouse-Land: “The ancient Mice believed that at sun-set the sun cut a hole in the
earth for itself.”6 His infatuation with Creation and science appeals to his imagination at an early
age. The maps in his sketchbook are crudely hand drawn although capture the childish creativity
of the curious child in a fantasy world being composed. He realizes the contradictions of true
science in cartography and latitudes with “…the climates and products of many countries being
apparently incompatible with the latitudes to which all maps assign them.” 7 Of course, Lewis
recognizes the juxtaposition of the imagination with reality and with his own wit ends the whole
enterprise of constructing the geography to future readers and scholars:
How far this puzzle could be solved by assuming for the axis of the Boxonian globe an angle
different from the terrestrial, is a question which the present writer feels himself incompetent to
discuss. He is therefore reluctantly compelled to leave the whole geographical problem to some
future Boxonologist.8
Dreams are an entrance into the world of fantasy and the imagination. In most of the chronology
following the tales of Animal-Land, Lewis discusses the succession of Kings, the rebellions
between countries and revolutions within countries, capturing the historical development of
Kings not only in his own land, but parallel to the Kings and Judges chronicled in the Holy
Bible. Enthralled with the magical world of King Arthur, Lewis enters into his own imaginative
world of Kings: King Bunny, Bubish, Hacom, King Mouse. He includes Princes and Princesses.
The Battles of Porcine war and the Feline revolt are predecessors to Tolkien’s great Battle for
Middle Earth and the great battle for the kingdom of Narnia.
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*Dymer (Published 1926)
From the blissful garden of the imagination, C. S. Lewis the child experiences the worldly
Fall after the loss of his mother. His feelings are captured in one of the first works ever written,
Dymer, when he was forced to attend a public school at age seventeen. Already the kernel and
seeds for Lewis’ struggle with God as a reluctant convert were being sown in his childhood since
by “at least the age of six, I had a romantic longing.”9 Thus, “Sehnsucht or the search for God
played an unusually central part in my experience.”10 In addition, Lewis reflects upon his public
school experience, hatred of the army, hatred of the “new” psychology idolatry of the modern
age, and the first horrors of the Russian revolution still fresh on everyone’s mind shaping his
writing of Dymer. Like Dymer, Lewis was destined to struggle between the harsh reality of the
world and the world of the fantastic imagination:
By the time I wrote Dymer I had come into a state of angry revolt against that spell of the
Christian dream, escaping from illusions of adolescence I exercised about the fantasy of
wishful thinking and unmasking the Christian dream that Dymer dreams in that form in
the world of fantasy (Canto VII, Dymer).11
By the time C. S. Lewis completes his journey in life, he realizes the pretenses of his academic
life and returns to a boyhood recapturing of the imagination.
However, not all literary art stems from the fantasies of the artist. C. S. Lewis uses his
literary criticism background in challenging psychoanalytical theories of the imagination.
Sigmund Freud believed the proposition, that the imagination is the “wish-fulfillment” of the
artist. Lewis views the imagination as unlocking the captured imagination into a freeing process
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he calls “elaboration.” The imagination is not a product of Freud’s ego, superego, or id
construction. Bruno Bettelheim also criticizes Freud’s reductionistic vision concerning fairy-tales
in his works, Freud and Man’s Soul, as well as Lewis does in his work on “Psycho-analysis and
Literary Criticism.” Instead, Lewis turns to the Romantic poets for his ideas of the imagination.
The Influence of the Romantic Poets
C. S. Lewis perceives his imagination as the “highest sense of all” since it is the repetition of
the eternal creation of God in the finite mind of Man. Just as “wisdom comes from above”
(James), the primary imagination comes from the Creator, and mankind recreates it as secondary
or an “echo” in the consciousness as a recollection of the revelatory gift from the Creator. Lewis
applied this process from his readings of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s Biographia Literaria (XIII),
naming the imagination as a “modifying power.” Technically, the imagination allows us to free
our thoughts or modify reality through the creative act (techne, Greek). However, the reality of
things does not disappear. William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Percy Bysshe Shelly,
John Keats, William Blake, and Lord Byron, all apprehend the imagination through Nature itself
with a Pantheism view, leading to beauty and truth. For John Keats, “Beauty is truth, truth
beauty—that is all Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.”12 The mythopoetic usage of their
poetry allows them to grasp reality through myth. For William Blake13, his apocalypse visions
recreate the images of the Bible narratives, both visually in his wood block, aesthetic visions, as
well as his symbolic meta-poetic metaphors. William Butler Yeats, influenced by the Romantics,
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continues the mystical visions in his work, A Vision14, uniting the Cuchulain Celtic myths with
his revelation by automatic handwriting in his poetry.
However, for Lewis, the highest condition for the human will is not a human construct, but a
revelation of the “Beatific Vision,” the limitations of the human will, viewing itself as “distinct,
not separated from God, but seeming to itself not to grasp Him at all, yet holds Him fast.”15 The
Godhead is still at the root, even of our individuality, and “the freer the man, the stronger the
bond that binds him to Him who made his freedom.”16
Later, Tolkien and Dyson in conversation with Lewis results in his acceptance of the story of
Christ as a “true myth.” For Lewis, Christianity is a
myth working on us in the same way as others, but with this tremendous
difference that it really happened: and one must be content to accept it in the same
way, remembering it is God’s myth where the others are men’s myths: i.e. the
Pagan stories are God expressing Himself through the minds of poets, using such
images as He found there, while Christianity is God expressing Himself though
what we call ‘real things.”17
The unity between the imagination and the created reality becomes the real thing, the organic
unity holistically connecting mind, spirit, and matter. For Coleridge, the holistic unity was the
dynamic Reason, Will, and Imagination; for Lewis, the holistic unity becomes the acceptance of
the Trinity in Christ as the center, the Father as the Creator, and the Holy Spirit as the gift of the
imagination. This reconciliation of the Trinitarian unity becomes a central inquiry in the
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Anthroposophy studies of Inklings Owen Barfield and Charles Williams. Owen Barfield
attempted to derive a philosophy based upon Anthropos or human nature alone. 18 Owen Barfield
provided Socratic dialogue for Lewis’s struggle between Atheism and Theism, using the
imagination as a “healing of that Cartesian sword-thrust”19 dualistic separation between spirit
and matter, while Charles Williams also entered a philosophical, mystical dialogue with Lewis
on the nature of the “Co-inheritance of the Trinity.”20
Owen Barfield attempted to derive a philosophy based upon Anthropos or human nature
alone. 21 Own Barfield provided Socratic dialogue for Lewis’s struggle between Atheism and
Theism. Lewis wrote a letter to Owen Barfield (January 18, 1927) about his battle for God:
I was thinking about imagination and intellect and the unholy muddle I am in
about them at present: undigested scraps of anthroposophy and psychoanalysis
jostling with orthodox idealism over a background of good old Kirkian
rationalism. Lord what a mess! And all the time (with me) there’s the danger of
falling back into most childish superstitions, or of running into dogmatic
materialism to escape them. 22
In addition to J.R.R. Tolkien and Hugo Dyson as immense influences on Lewis’s Christianity,
Charles Williams also entered into a philosophical, mystical dialogue with Lewis on the nature
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of the “Co-inheritance of the Trinity.” 23 Williams believed in the companionship of the saints,
akin to friendship relationship, to truly be spiritual. He proposed an order, Companions of the
Co-inherence, who would practice substitution and exchange, living in love-in-God, truly
bearing one another's burdens, being willing to sacrifice and to forgive, living from and for one
another in Christ.24
Lewis disagreed with his Inkling challenger, Own Barfield, who believed in a continual
evolutionary process of revelation in the web of human souls. For Lewis, the revelation was a
special case, already accomplished by Christ, so the revelation was complete, not a natural
progression of evolution. Lewis urges membership in the church with an “organized body which
shares his own vision of what is meant by revelation.” 25 Although creeds like The Apostle’s
Creed, the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, the Chalcedonian Creed, and the Athanasian Creed
can be foundational with biblical tradition and biblical inspiration, 26 Lewis recognized the creeds
of the historical church were groundwork for his examination of the theological principles of the
Trinity, seeing our historical experience of God as revealed first in the God of the Hebrews (God
the Father), then Christ as the Incarnate Lord (Jesus Christ the Son), and ultimately through the
Holy Spirit (the Holy Ghost) working within and through the body of the church.
C. S. Lewis knew what it was like to be a “reluctant convert,”27 and understood the
difficulties of explaining the Trinity to the common layperson, not with Apologetics and
Philosophy, but with simple analogies and illustrations like allegories and metaphors, part of his
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literary style in his other writings. He was influenced by the allegorical approaches by G.K.K.
Chesterton, by George MacDonald, by Owen Barfield, and Dorothy Sayers. Lewis even learned
about the Trinity by arguing with the mystical approach to the Trinity by Charles Williams. This
Oxford group, the Inklings, was influential in witnessing to Lewis and aiding his reconciliation
to Theism on his journey to personal Christian conviction and conversion. Lewis once wrote,
“even adult and educated Christians have problems with the correct interpretation of the
Trinity,”28 assuming there was an absolute Trinity to be correctly interpreted.
Unlike Barfield, Williams believed in the companionship of the saints, akin to friendship
relationship, to truly be spiritual. He proposed an order, Companions of the Co-inherence, who
would practice substitution and exchange, living in love-in-God, truly bearing one another’s
burdens, being willing to sacrifice and to forgive, living from and for one another in Christ.29
Lewis disagreed with the agnostic approach to love advocated by Inkling, Charles Williams.
Williams insisted upon the paradoxes of love. We must enter the worldly experience of love as a
sacrament and discover what love is and what it is not. Williams’ theory of affirmation and
negation treats God the same way: “This also is thou; neither is this thou.”30 For Lewis, the
positive affirmation instead is Agape itself which surrounds spiritually all the other loves,
including phileo, Eros, and Sorge in his explication of The Four Loves. This is the Trinity
reconciling all the loves into one unity with many functions. God is at home in the “land of the
Trinity”31 as Sovereign of a far greater realm. Lewis describes the Trinity as a dance of the
“living, dynamic activity of love.” The Dance (love) between God the Father and God the Son is
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more than a feeling--“it’s tangible, alive, and a dynamic, pulsating activity.” Myth becomes an
“organ of reality,” not fantasy or abstraction, but foundational, a “universal principle,” myth
became fact, producing meaning in a relativistic, subjective world, through the “baptism of the
imagination.”
The Influence of MacDonald’s Baptism of the Imagination
Kerry Dearborn, in her work, Baptized Imagination: The Theology of George MacDonald,
32

unites the Celtic myths, which also influenced Lewis, with an image-enhanced, Christian

theology. She also acknowledges the influence of the Romantic poets, especially Samuel Taylor
Coleridge’s Biographia, 33as an influence on both MacDonald and Lewis. MacDonald reconciles
the Trinitarian aspects of the Word of God, the Word made flesh in the Son, and the image of
God in the Spirit, a communion in the Trinity. This eternal or “enduring wisdom” comes from
God’s spirit through the imagination as a creative, alternate vision of God, a “baptism of the
imagination.” Thus, like Coleridge, intellectual reason, imagination, and faith through God’s will
are gifts, verified by the Incarnation. Sanctifying the imagination is becoming closer to the Deity,
through Christ, the Creator, by a freeing of the imagination, “seeing beyond and behind visible
reality” with a childlike humility, coming to Christ as a little child, like Blake’s Songs of
Innocence.34 This transformation purifies any distorted images of God and moves us toward the
virtues of trust, hope, and faith, renewing our momentary affliction of suffering, aging, and
death.
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From the Shadowlands of Darkness to the Light of the Imagination
MacDonald’s work, Phantases, became a seed for Lewis’s conversion through the “baptism
of the imagination” on March 4, 1916. Ordinary reality became extraordinary reality for Lewis:
I saw the bright shadow coming out of the book into the real world and resting
there, transforming all common things and yet itself unchanged. Or, more
accurately, I saw the common things drawn into the bright shadow.35
He describes the impression of the book as a “cool, morning innocence.” 36 The innocence of his
Romanticism influence led to a renewed sense of reality without either the transcendence of
Pantheism, Mysticism, and Theosophical “eccentricity and perversity” or the “darker and evil
forms” of Atheism. Lewis transformed the Romantic doctrine of the imagination as a “truthbearing faculty, though not quite as the Romantics understood it.”37 Like George MacDonald,
Lewis saw the poetry of the Romantics, like the truths of science and mathematics, as developing
in the same way the imagination for the search for truth in any area. 38 For MacDonald and
Lewis, the beauty of knowledge served as a pointer to God and His nature, imagination
increasing their imaginative power, aiding in spiritual understanding as well. C. S. Lewis has
increased our depth of spiritual understanding as we have become immersed in the “baptism of
the imagination.”
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